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IV— SIGMATISM IN GREEK DRAMATIC POETRY. 

Euripides' excessive use of the letter sigma attracted the 
attention of the comic poets of Athens and has continued to be the 
subject of comment in nearly all annotated editions of his plays. 

Plato, the comic poet, Heortae, frag. 7, Meineke: 

ei yi aoi ykvoift, qfiac ori 
laoaac ex tov aty/ia rav Eipcmdov. 

Eubulus, Dionysius, fragmenta 2 and 3 : 

Htvpmidov <f loooac £>( iaaai ooi, 



Hapdei>ei>oei( ffttf P-oi x&P lv , 
nal role i/tolaiv iyyeXaai irfyfiaoiv 
ra alyfia svTJK&l-avTei;. 



Eustathius to the Iliad 896, 56 : 

nal fj Ko/iadia fiera Tr/v cvpeoiv rfjs xpV aeo C t°v f <"""' tov a enioi/ftaiveTai xaipeiv 
<af airaXkayeiaa tov acyjiantv TLiipmiSov. 

To the Iliad 1170, 54: 

6 </>i?/>oiypaTo; Hvpmidijc K6aoaf3ov ev dvol <sa ypafyei, "on Si t^> a ixaipev 
~Snjpm'vSriq. 

and to the Odyssey 1379, 58 : 

6 tov alyfia %x°C Twnel of iv T<j> laaaa a' a; laaai ml tgijc Ti tov Htvpiir'tSov, 

The verse especially ridiculed is Medea 476: 

tauca a\ £>( laaaiv ''EXMp/uv baoi. 

Barnes, in his note to this verse, says, "Versum vero hunc 
Euripidis ob frequentiam tov o-'iypa a Poetis Comicis irrisum, 
mirisque aliquando in Athenis Theatro cachinnis exceptum 
aiunt". A similar note could be quoted from Porson, Schaefer, 1 
and Elmsley, and from nearly all the various editions down to the 
edition of Professor Allen revised by Professor Moore, which 
has this note to the same verse: "A noteworthy example of 
Euripidean sigmatism". 

1 Schaefer' s comment is in a note to Dion. Halicar., De Comp. Verb. 100-7. 
" Nemini opinor ignotum esse, quantum antiquis Atticis displicuerint Euripidis 
oiyfuiTa; quem et Plato et Eubulus ob hanc causam deriserunt ". Schaefer 
quotes this note from the previous edition of Jacob Upton. 
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The consensus of opinion of commentators is that Euripides 
was peculiar in his fondness for the letter sigma and that 
6 <f)iko<riyiiaTos Eipmi&rjs and " Euripidean sigmatism " are proper 
designations of a fact ; also that Greek Comedy ridiculed and 
avoided this sigmatism. 

The purpose of this paper is to study the use of sigmatism 
in the complete plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and 
Aristophanes, and to see whether the phrase "Euripidean sigma- 
tism " is a correct or a misleading one. 

The particular verse most quoted is Medea, 476 : 

iaaaa a', uf laaeiv 'EMr/vuv boot. 

Here we have seven sigmas, six in the first seven syllables and 
one in the last. As this is the most famous example, I shall for 
purposes of comparison make this the standard of sigmatism. 

Aeschylus. 
Aeschylus has thirty-six verses with seven sigmas, and seven 
verses with more than seven. Noteworthy examples are : 

P. V. 679 : ioooic StSopnus rove e/iovc (card cm'/Jouf. 
840-2 : cfa^uf iffiorao', 'Iovtof KeK^yaerai 

rye crjs Tropeia; fivijjia rol( itaaiv /Jporoif. 
Gtjfieia 001 raft earl Ttj( e/iijs Qpevfc. 

Seventeen sigmas are thus crowded into three verses. 

Sep. 125: Sopvoooit; aayalg vvTmif epS6/j.at(. 

This lyric verse of ten syllables has as many sigmas as the 
trimeter in Med. 

Per. 144: wuc apa irpaaaei Eepftff (laeiXivs. 

406 : . . . TLepaiiof y7iaaori<; paftoq. 

Ag. 338 : " cT evee/lovei Totif ■KoKiaaovxoiK #eoi>f. 

1399: ■davfid^oiiiv aov yXuaaav, d>f ■9paevarofio(. 

Here seven sigmas are crowded into four feet, while there are 
but six in the same number of feet in the ridiculed verse of 
Euripides. 

Eumen. 754 : <5 TLaXkiis, «5 aixaaa rovs e/iov$ do/iovc. 

This verse so closely resembles in its sigmatism the verse in 
the Medea that we can hardly think that a comic poet was in good 
faith when he ridiculed this verse in Euripides, since he must have 
been familiar with the similar sigmatism of Aeschylus. This verse 
in Eumenides denotes the extreme of gratitude and devotion felt 
by the rescued Orestes, so that if sigma by its hissing could have 
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denoted anger or contempt the poet would not have used it; 
thus the tone read into the sigmas of Medea 476 is false. Earle, 
in his edition of the Medea, says of verse 476, " The hissing in 
this and the following verse caused by the frequent sigmas is 
quite probably meant to be expressive of the speaker's contempt." 

Sophocles. 

Sophocles has forly-two verses with seven sigmas, eight with 
eight, and four with nine. 

Striking examples of sigmatism are: 

Ai. 390 : rove ri dusaapx<K bMaaa( {SaG&Jjg. 

Here in eleven syllables are found nine sigmas. 

El. 775 : npooij'k&ec, baric i"W iftyt V"OTC X £ y"C 

O. R. 425 : a a' kijus&xsu aoi re /eat role ool; renvois. 

940 : Tijc 'Icr&fitac orf/aovoiv, ac qvdaT' CKth 

1507 : fii)S c^iaaayc raaSe role efiol; Handle. 

Phil. 734 : pSn> aTiyoe laxe'S T V( napearuarie vdaov ; 

O. C. 411 : ttis arjg vrf bpyrjc, aolc brav aruaiv rafotc, 

1342 : oar' iv dofioiai rolai aolc orfjau a' ayuv. 

This verse has more sigmas than the one in'the Medea, and has 
seven in seven consecutive syllables, while the Medea has but six 
in the same number. It is inconceivable that Sophocles would 
have written this verse for production before an audience that had 
already voiced its displeasure at a less pronounced sigmatism. 
Evidently the tradition that the verse in Euripides was received 
with mockery must have originated long after the production of 
the Medea. No poet so popular as Sophocles would have 
adopted the mannerism of another, a mannerism already offensive 
to the public. The tradition is accordingly false. 

Euripides. 

Euripides has one-hundred-fifty-eight verses with seven sigmas, 
thirty-nine with eight, five with nine, and two with ten. The 
two verses with ten are tetrameters and are Or. 1553, Phoen. 594. 
In neither of these verses is there a marked sigmatism, as the 
extra syllables more than compensate for the extra sigmas. 

Good examples of sigmatism are: 

Ale. 241 : levaaav j3aai7ieoe, baric aptarije —. 
Bacch. 443 : a; 6' av av Bcwc^af tipl-at, a? awrjpwaaae. 
Hel. 889 : fir' av fied' *Hp«c araaa abv ooiao j$ioi>. 



72 AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PHILOLOGY. 

Had the verse in the Medea been derided for its sigmatism, 
Euripides could never have dared to employ for the same theatre 
the sigmatism of this verse in the Helena. 

Heracl. 25 : tov; upelocovag aifiovTtg i^tipyovai. yijg. 

432 : ri&ti Trpdf anTalg ovtcq £><; aiaucjiivoi. 

H. F. 524 : ag aofievog & kceldov kg <pao£ \iokCyv. 

I. A. 12: tI Si aii oktjvtjq inrbc atactic ; 

909 : 7rpdf yivua&og Si, Tvpbg ffijf Segiac, irpbt; fiT/ripog. 

Ion, 386 : av S' oW iouoag rbv abv bv aaaai a z%pfpi. 

This verse just quoted must antedate the ridicule of Medea 476. 

806 : CKTjvag € c itpdg TJjcSe "Aadpaiuf; Trdcig. 

Cycl. 379 : Staaovg y' a&pr/aac KamfiaoTaaaq x t P 0lv - 

295 : nalSag nspiaaug iaSiSaCKtadai aotpovg. 

Med. 691 : t'i tyys ', oatyug fioi aag <ppaaov dva^vfilag. 

1 1 49 : naiiav fivcax'&tla' tiadSovg • ndaig Si adg. 

Or. 450 : /itTado; tyi'Aowi aolai ffsyp timpaijiac. 

1553 : 7rpdp nanus npdooovrac, (if aii vvv. 'Opiara, Svarvxtlg. 

This verse has ten sigmas, but its length makes the sigmatism 
very mild. 

Phoen. 1089 : i'kdovaa ripxpo, Tijodt yjjg aiauafii.vqg. 

It seems to me that the most strongly marked sigmatism in 
Euripides is found in I. T. 765 : 

to adfia adaag rovg 2.6yovg afocug spot. 

Here are nine sigmas in nine consecutive syllables, and in none 
of these syllables is the hissing of sigma stopped by its being 
pronounced in conjunction with another consonant. This verse 
has all this hissing, yet there can be no notion of " anger " or 
"contempt" thought of. To anticipate now a point to be dis- 
cussed later, there are no double sigmas here and none of the 
sigmatism is of the sort that could be modified by the substitution 
of double tau. As the Rhesus evidently belongs to a later age 
than the other plays in the editions of Euripides, we might expect 
the criticism of Plato and Eubulus to be evident in a restricted use 
of sigma, but the sigmatism of the Rhesus does not differ from 
that of the genuine plays. Cf. Rhesus 866 : 

ovk olSa roiif Bovg ovg liytig 'OSvaaiag. 

Aristophanes. 
The one definite thing in comments on sigmatism is that Attic 
Comedy would have none of it, so it is natural to expect a marked 
falling off in the sigmatism of Aristophanes, but instead of that 
there is a decided increase. 
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Aristophanes has one-hundred- twenty-five verses with seven 
sigmas, twenty-three with eight, six with nine, and two with ten. 
If we compare this with Euripides, we shall see that he has more 
verses with nine sigmas in eleven plays than Euripides has in 
nineteen, and that he has an average of eleven verses with seven 
sigmas in each play, while the average of Euripides is but eight. 
Although the plays of Aristophanes abound with parodies of 
Euripides, and he is often introduced speaking, not a single 
sigmatic verse is used in a parody of his plays or put in his mouth. 
Thus we are certain that Euripides lived and died and the Frogs 
was produced before anyone had seriously raised the issue of his 
use of sigma, else Aristophanes, ever on the alert for anything to 
fling at Euripides, would have introduced him hissing with sigmas. 
The following examples will illustrate Aristophanes' use of sigma: 

Nub. 554: eKOTptyac rove q/ierepovi 'iTrireaf made kokCx;. 

926 : AA. rjc; e/ivT/cr&ift. AIK. Tsjfr aijg, irdteae )?' yri( as kt\. 
959 : aKX a wotfauf rovg npea^vripovf f/'Seai xpqoToic OTepav&aag, 
Vesp. 557: . . . OTpa.Tia<; role tjwoiToic ktX. 

672 : av 6i rijs apxni ayangg rijq arjg rove apycX6tfiovc. 
Pax, 867-9 • laaaa tovq 'EX/i^vaf, oar' 
€v Tolg aypolg 
aitavras ivroc aofyc&as—. 
IIOI : edf oirof po^epoq rol<; anlayxvoi; earlv xpiap.6<;. 
Av. 629 : eiravxycac oi Tolai aol; Tioyoic. 

1279 : &oov<; t' epaarag Ti/oSt tt/<; X"P a t ^X u i- 
Lys. 955 : Tfii naXkicTris naauv ipeva-&£ic. 
Thes. 61 : avyyoyyvXiaag mi avoTpiipax;. Cf. Lys. 975. 
Ran. 391 : rfiq aft mpriji afiuc. 
547-8 : nit; naratjas fwvgeicoipe 

rove; x°P°vc rovg irpoa&iovg ; 
999—IOO0: avareilag, anpovai 

Xp&fievog toi£ iarcocg. 
1033 : Movoalog 6' i^aalaeig rt vdauv kcu xpV^l^^i 'Hff/odof Si 
7VI epyaoiat;. 

This especially striking example of sigmatism, ten sigmas in 
one verse and three in the next two words, is found in the scene 
in Hades, where the speakers are Dionysus, Aeschylus and 
Euripides. These sigmas are spoken not by Euripides but by 
Aeschylus. Aristophanes must have used them in entire ignorance 
of the fact that repeated sigmas were to be carefully avoided, and 
that their free use was a decided defect in the style of Euripides. 
No better proof could be found for the belief that the aversion to 
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sigmatism is a figment of later erudition, and that the creative 
dramatic poets had no conception of such a thing. 

Plutus, 223 : Toif t;vyyeupyov( KaXeaov, ei/p7/aet( 6' louf ktX. 
1 201 : rj^Ei yap veavioKOt; &f & elg eairepav. 

In the much-criticised verse of the Medea six sigmas are used 
in seven syllables; Aristophanes has here put the same number 
into five. This verse in the Plutus is no parody, but is in the 
poet's own style, so that it is certain that the quips of comedy 
must have been unknown or ignored for many years after the 
death of Euripides. This single verse in itself is sufficient answer 
to all that is implied by the phrase " Euripidean sigmatism ". 

The results thus far obtained are as follows : 
Aesch. has 43 verses with 7 or more sigmas, an average of 6 + to a play. 

Soph. " 54 " " " " " " 8 — 

Eurip. " 214 " " " " " " 11 + " " " 

Aristoph. " 156 " " " " " " " " " 14 + " " " 

However, it is of little importance whether a writer has a few 
more or a few less, and one need not give statistics or discuss 
differences in the use of sigma, when we have such examples 
as these : 

Eum. 754: a IIoA/ldf, <J caaaaa tovc e/ioi( S6jiov(, 

O. C. 1342: oct' ev S6fxoiai rotoi aoi( ar^au a' ayuv. 

Plutus, 1 201 : fi^tt yap 6 veavlonoc gi$ & sig eoirkpav. 

Med. 476 : iauaa a', uf laaaiv ''EMtfvuv 0001. 

It is perfectly clear that the sigmatism of all four of these poets 
is essentially the same, and that while certain poets showed their 
poetic dexterity by writing asigmatic verses (Athenaeus 455 c), 
the four great dramatic poets had no aversion to the free use of 
sigma. 

Eustathius has this comment to Iliad 813, 43 ff. : 

AlXfof tie Atovvows loTopel tov? KuftiKovg fiahtoTa eKKVivecv -rrav to kxov aiyp.6v 
.... Xiyet o"e (cat on HepucTiea <f>aol Ttpurov knnXivai rov Sia tov o axt^Tiaixov 
tov OT6ftaT0(; <5f atzpz-Kri nai n"kaTvv f yvfiva^ofievov aei Trpof to KaTOTTTpov. 

This would lead to the belief that the fashion, said to have been 
set by Pericles and presumably so universally followed by the 
comic poets of the next generation, was a fashion steadily growing 
into favor, so that we are to expect that we can trace a diminishing 
use of sigma in the later plays of Sophocles and Aristophanes, if 
not in those of " sigma-loving " Euripides. However, it is just in 
the Oedipus Coloneus, the last play of Sophocles, and Plutus, 
the last of Aristophanes, that we find the most pronounced 
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sigmatism. Either the tradition is false, or the fashion set by 
Pericles was ignored by these dramatic poets. As they wrote 
for popular approval they could hardly have ignored a canon of 
taste emanating from Pericles. The tradition concerning Pericles 
is probably false, and the facts show that the comic' poets used 
sigma quite as freely as any one of the four poets studied. In 
proportion to their bulk the Fragmenta Comicorum Graecorum 
show just as free use of sigma as do the plays of Euripides. 
The following examples quoted from Meineke will suffice : 
Theopompus, Hedychares I : 

ml oTtjr' £0ef^f Ktarpiuv vqortc x°P^- 
Nicophron, Aph. Gon. I : 

aipQovc iaoc, OK&fa/Kac, anpidac, ndpvonac. 
Antiphanes, Epiclerus 4: 

ovSeic, kokuc di jrof tic 8c ffopwf Xiytu 

Exactly the sigmatism of Medea 476. 
Philoth. I, 10: 

Keorpevc, feirur&eic, wairdeic arpa^etc, xpw&ek- 

Here ten sigmas are crowded into a very cramped trimeter, 
which in prose would be read as eleven syllables. No verse in 
the four poets studied heaped up sigmas in the way this verse 
heaps them. 

Eubulus, Pan. 4: 

kv i.£TTTOw^voic i/feaiv earaaac, banc. 

This is the poet who made fun of the sigmas of Euripides, yet 
he out-sigmas Euripides in this verse, putting seven sigmas in the 
space Euripides gave to six. 

Fabulae Incertae XIX (Eubulus) : 

raZf ftwrifftv raZf ^ptioojraffroif OTpuwvTat. 

No verse in Euripides crowds more sigmas into the same space. 
Nicostratus, Syrus 2 : 

i/xiol arev(Mov el; arevbv arijaal rivac. 
Alexis, Gal. I, 4 : 

wf 0aff', 'Aplommoc oofyusriic evfvr/c. 
Hel. 1 : 

<5f banc avrijc r?j( axfiijc tuv aa/iaTov, 
Cyc. 5 : 
ori/aac, avvdfac Kapwi/iotc kusbov kMSoic lareij/a. 
Diodorus, Epik. 25 : 

£if Tof dvolac Tabrac napaaiTovc. 
Amphis., Dith. II, a: 

<5f 1st' ipaarT/c, baric. 

The sigmatism of Medea 476. 
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These quotations are sufficient to show that the comic poets do 
not materially differ in their usage of sigmatism from the four 
poets studied above. It seems impossible that a theory so wide 
of the facts could ever have originated. The free use of sigma in 
both tragic and comic poetry might lead to the belief that some- 
thing else is intended than the sigmatism I have investigated, 
and that it is the use of double sigma for double tau that is meant, 
but in no one of the passages ridiculed in Euripides is there a 
single verse where double tau might be used for double sigma, 
and in the discussion of this matter by Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
in DeComp. Verb, ioo: 

axapi Se nai d)?(% rb a, nai u irXeovdoete, atpddpa /Uwrei • &ypmdov(; yap nai 
ahdy&v p,aXK&v tj toyucijc;, etpairTeG&ac dotcel fuvijc 6 Gvpty[i6c. lav yovv na^atuv 
airaviae ixp&vrd tivec avr<f> mi iretyvAay/jtvoi; • e'usi de ot aaiyfiovf tMdf oXae enoiovv, 

there is no mention of double sigma, but it is the sigmatism here 
studied which is condemned. 

It is Lasus 1 of Hermione, the so-called teacher of Pindar, who 
won a certain kind of fame by producing asigmatic verses; but it 
was evidently a species of poetic gymnastics such as was later 
achieved by the poets of the 'iX«ar Xuwoypditparos and the 'oStWeia 
\enroypap.p.aros, where the trick was to write the first book of each 
poem without a, the second without /3, and so on. 2 Pindar 
seems to have had no aversion to sigma, as these few examples 
will show : 

O. VII, 34 : fiaaiXeix; 6 fitya^ xP va ^ al C vupddectu. 

68 : H-oniaa yepac looea&ai. 

XII, 1 6 : Kvuoiac a' a/iepoe Ttarpag. 

P. Ill, 70 : 3f IvpandccaLCi vkjiu fiaaikevc npavc aarols. 

IV, 27 : fiqdeow avondooavTec d/iolc. 

60 : xPWf&S bp&vaev pekUscac AeTupidoc. 

VIII, 80: vinaiq rpvaaalc, o> 'piardjieveg, dd/iaooac 

Here eleven syllables have nine sigmas. 

XII, 16: ovkdoau; Medoioas vlbc Aavda$. 
N. VII, 72: yTuooaav, bg £^ETT€/n^fag Tra'hxiCfidTuv. 
I. II, 35 : duna/aaic aKovriacaifU Tooovd' boov. 

Pindar is clearly not of those who shrank from sigmatism. 
Homer was a great source of sorrow to Eustathius because of his 
too free use of this despised letter (cf. any of the passages quoted 
above). If Homer, Pindar, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, 

1 Athenaeus 455 c. 

2 Suidas, sub Nearup Aapavdevc en AvKiag. 
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Aristophanes and the Comic Poets knew nothing of the necessity 
of avoiding sigma, or at least did not put this knowledge into 
practise, there seems to have been a large field exempt in this 
regard from the working of the precepts of Dionysius of Hali- 
carnassus and the later commentators. 

Conclusion. 

The origin of the belief that the comic poets carefully avoided 
the free use of sigma and that Euripides was a peculiar sinner in 
this regard is to be found in the passages first quoted above, 
where Plato and Eubulus make a joke out of the sigmas of 
Medea 476. It was only a joke, and Eubulus himself did not 
shrink from a more lavish use of sigma, as has been already 
shown; while Plato, in the very play in which he raises a laugh at 
the sigmatism of Euripides, has a verse with exactly the same 
number of sigmas as the verse ridiculed, Heortae, frag. 5, 
Meineke : 

Kal raf 6ippv( oxaaaoSe Kal rdf bfiijiaKaf. 

This is another of the jokes in regard to Euripides from the 
comic poets which has found its way into the learning of later 
ages ; and that which was only a bit of nonsense, and intended as 
such, has been received as a piece of genuine literary criticism. 

The phrases 6 <pi\o<rlyfiaTos and "Euripidean sigmatism", which 
rest on the assumption that Euripides in a peculiar way marred 
his style by an excessive use of sigma, have no basis of truth to 
support them. Here is one more illustration of the way the 
reputation of Euripides has suffered by scholars taking as sober 
fact an empty joke of the comic stage. 

Northwestern University. J OHN A. OCOTT. 



